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has remained an exotic tourist location for several decades,
and wetlands are among the major areas of tourism in Nepal.
Located in the far-western Tarai of Nepal, Ghoda Ghodi Lake
is among the major wetlands in terms of both biodiversity
and tourism. This study has assessed the ecotourism status in
Ghoda Ghodi Lake of Nepal and to understand the current
condition and possible inferences. A total of 40 households
were surveyed, and 80 visitors were interviewed for collecting
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out that fifty percent of the respondent visitors have visited the wetland for natural
purposes indicating that the naturalness of the wetland has more capacity to attract
tourists. Visitors perceived to enhance economic activities and increase employment
opportunities to attract locals to promote ecotourism. The local people were engaged in
homestay earning around NRs 2 to 4 lakh per year as well most of the local respondents
(50%) were participating in tourism promotion activities

Background

In the past several decades, globally, tourism has proved to be one of the fastest
and largest booming economic industries (Pao, 2010; World Tourism Organization,
2018). In Nepal, tourism is a newly discovered phenomenon dating back to the early
1960s (Stevens, 2003). Tourism is one of the major economic industries of Nepal
(Gautam, 2011). With the increasing number of visitors every year, the tourism
industry in Nepal has the potentiality to stretch its array in the generation of more
income, employment, and other benefits (Thapa, 2003). It has been reported that
simply tourism entertains more than half a million international tourists every year
in several parts of Nepal (Gautam, 2011).

Tourism as an economic sector has aided some influence directly and indirectly
towards the economy in Nepal. On a positive note, tourism has also helped increase
foreign currency influx and indirectly promote other sectors of the Nepalese
economy (Pandey, Chhetri, Kunwar, & Ghimire, 1995). On the contrary, there
have been occurrences of some negative consequences due to tourism in Nepal.
Tourism destinations could have several social, cultural, and even environmental
impacts (Basnet, 2016; Kunwar, 2017; Vanhobe, 2005).

Ecotourism in the wetlands of Nepal has been important for the benefits of
the local people (Shrestha, 2011). Ecotourism prioritizes the integrity of ecological
resources, conservation of the environment, development of the community through
economic prosperity through the maintenance of low-consumptive and low-impact
utilization of the available resources (Duffy, 2008); (Gurung & Scholz, 2008).
Sustainable ecotourism accounts for comparatively lower environmental impacts
aiding in a decrease in negative external factors by promoting environmental and
cultural integrity (UNEP, 2013).

Local communities are the primary caretakers of the wetland prevalent in their
region (ICIMOD, 2006). The involvement of the local communities in the conservation
of the wetland can play a crucial role. It is important to realize the relationship between
the local people with the wetland. Their socio-cultural and economic status, attitudes
towards conservation, enthusiasm in community participation for protection and
welfare, resource utilization patterns play a significant role in deciding the fate of the
wetland (Sah & Heinen, 2001). Nepal is a country teeming with natural beauty, as
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of 2019, more than one million tourists have visited Nepal (GoN, 2020). In the early
1970s, most tourists were secluded within the Kathmandu valley, Pokhara, Chitwan
National Park, or Annapurna Conservation Area (Stevens, 2003). This was because of
the prevalence of infrastructures such as lodging and accommodation facilities and
the availability of transportation services (Thapa, Murayama, & Ale, 2008). But now,
they visit different parts of Nepal, including beautiful wetlands outside the major
town of Nepal, such as Ghoda Ghodi, Rara.

Ghoda Ghodi Lake is one of the important wetlands in Nepal listed among the
Ramsar sites of Nepal. It has been attracting many tourists each year and contributing
to the socioeconomic activities of local people while also helping to promote the
local area and culture in a different part of Nepal and the world. Ghoda Ghodi
Lake has been registered under the Ramsar site since 2003 (Lamsal, Pant, Kumar, &
Atreya, 2015; Kafle, 2005; Lamsal et al., 2014). The lake is an important destination
for tourism for western Nepal most of whom attribute as Nepalese. Considered a
religious shrine by the locals, Tharu people celebrate their traditional festival called
‘Agan Panchami’ every year in the study area (Lamsal, Atreya, Pant, & Kumar, 2016).
Apart from that, ecotourism has also flourished in the Ghoda Ghodi Lake complex.
Different researchers have researched Ghoda Ghodi Lake of Nepal viz. Lamsal et al.
(2016) and Upadhayaya (2019), however, these studies have not combined visitors
and local perception to find the ecotourism status in Ghoda Ghodi Lake. Therefore,
this study has coupled both the visitors’ and local perceptions to see the status of
ecotourism in Ghoda Ghodi Lake, which is beneficial to local and other stakeholders
to formulate and implement a plan and policy for better tourism and livelihood
promotion and conserving wetland.

Tourism

Tourism is an act of spending time temporarily away from home for recreation and
(Mathieson & Wall, 1982; p.1, Kunwar, 2017, p.11). The tourism sector has had several
implications for the environment and stability. The top being sustainability issues
(Thompson, Gillen, & Driess, 2018). The opportunity of tourism is prevalently high.
There has also been an increased fuelwood demand, improper waste management,
pollution, changes in the settlement patterns, among many others (Sharma, Upreti, &
Pyakuryal, 2012). Therefore, institutional and government innovations are necessary
for proper management and monitoring of the environment during the tourism
planning process (Sharma, 2009).

Wetlands are important tourism destinations because of their aesthetic values
(Paudyal et al., 2018) and the high diversity of the animal and plant life they contain
(Lamsal et al., 2014; Bista et al., 2010). They are used as the sites for recreational
fishing, and coral reef areas are highly used as recreational diving sites (Reid et al.,
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2005). Tourism plays a significant role in supporting rural economies. However, there
are often great disparities of visitation based on access and involvement of people in
tourism is particularly noticeable when they introduce inequities and do not support
and develop local economies, and significantly where the resources that support
the recreation and tourism are degraded (Secretariat of the Ramsar Convention on
Wetlands, 2012).

Wetlands are rich in biodiversity, and it has become a necessity to utilize
sustainable ways to promote them while also recruiting the community’s welfare
through resource usage. Wetlands cover more than 2.6% of the total land in Nepal.
According to the Ramsar Convention of 1988, there are a total of 9 registered wetlands
in Nepal. They have been termed as the Ramsar sites viz. Ghodaghodi lake, Koshi-
Tappu, Jagadishpur Reservoir, Beeshazari Lake, Gokyo, Gosaikunda lake, Phoksundo
lake, Rara Lake, and Maipokhari (Bhandari, 2009,). Nepal is rich in terms of wetland-
dependent birds.

In Nepal, many species of birds have been described of which, nearly 200 birds
i.e. nearly 25% of birds in Nepal are wetland-dependent (Baral, 2009). Besides these,
charismatic species of mammals and other vertebrates visit wetlands compelled by
their ecological requirements offering the potential for wildlife based on ecotourism.
From the perspective, where wetland conservation comes in the lower spectrum of
infrastructure and poverty alleviation, ithasbecome necessary to balance development
with protection (Poudel, 2009). Ecotourism can contribute to all three aspects of
sustainable development, i.e., environmental, social, and economic sectors (Rinzin et
al., 2008). The activities can motivate local participation in wetland conservation and
contribute to sustainable development (Poudel, 2009).

In the context of Nepal, local people involved in providing homestay facilities to
tourists receive direct payback from the ecosystem services. Well-managed homestay
as an ecotourism product can be an alternative to mass tourism and can play a
crucial role in involving the remote population and contribute to the conservation
of wilderness and traditional cultures (Acharya & Halpenny, 2013). The benefits
that can be achieved from ecotourism depend upon that site’s potential to attract
and host tourists without affecting the physical, social, and economic aspects of the
environment adversely and maintain ecosystem services in a well-managed form
(Navarro et al., 2012; Reilly, 1986). Ecosystem services from the wetlands are an
essential part of the livelihood strategies of the local people. Thus, wetlands play an
important role in promoting ecotourism in Nepal. Because of their vulnerability due
to development attractions, wetlands are also one of the most threatened habitats
(Hollis, 1990).
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Ecotourism

Ecotourism is considered as a newer approach of tourism contributing to cultural,
scientific, and educational as well as adventure drives (Basnet, 2016; Weaver, 2002).
In simpler terms, ecotourism can be defined as a responsible mode of traveling that
allows for the conservation of the environment through sustainability approaches,
consequently contributing to the wellbeing of the local people (TIES, 2015). Travel
and tourism are human resource intensive employing 230 million people or 8% of
the global workforce, and it is estimated that one direct tourism job creates more
than one indirect job within the tourism industry. Eco tourists seek an alternative to
mass tourism. Thus, they travel to new areas in a relatively undisturbed place with
some cultural or environmental attraction. Thus, we can infer that ecotourism and
sustainability go hand in hand and brings about mutual benefit to both conservation
areas and local people (Bajracharya & Lama, 2008; Shrestha, 2015). Ecotourism in
wetland regions of Nepal has been coming into the limelight for the past few years.

Even in developed counties such as Australia, New Zealand, and Tanzania, nature-
based ecotourism is an essential entity for economic development (Eagles, 2002).
Similarly, middle-income developing countries such as Thailand have also been
incorporating ecotourism for the social empowerment of their local communities
(Kontogeorgopoulos, 2005). Likewise, in the neighboring country India, in Kerala,
the state government itself has been promoting ecotourism as an important agenda
for increasing employment security and foreign currency influx (Sreekumar & Parayil,
2002). Obua (1997), regarding the impacts of ecotourism on the environment, has
revealed some negative influences such as degradation in environmental quality.
Likewise, Kelkit, Ozel, & Demirel (2005) have assessed tourism activities particularly
sensitive to the environment and deduced Strength, Weakness, Opportunities, and
Threat (SWOT) analysis to derive strategic proposals for future development. In
addition to this, Gezon (2014) has conducted research that revolved around protected
areas in Madagascar to analyze the social implications caused due to ecotourism
within the area. Likewise, Brunet et al. (2001) have also researched to analyze the
relationship between environment, tourism, culture, and economic development
in Bhutan. Stem et al. (2003) have also conducted a study to assess the benefits of
ecotourism, impacts of ecotourism, and its potential for environment conservation in
Costa Rica. Likewise, Nepal (2007) also researched in the Annapurna Conservation
Area of Nepal to understand the effects of ecotourism experience. Likewise, various
studies about ecotourism have been conducted in Nepal. Gurung et al. (2009) have
been accounted for the limnology and bathymetry of the wetlands of Nepal. Khanal
(2009) has assessed the forest cover change in the watershed and wetland regions
of Nepal. Similarly, integrated wetland and watershed management have been
researched intensively by Regmi et al. (2009).
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Materials and methods
Study area

The Ghoda Ghodi Lake Complex (GLC) is located in the western part of lower
Nepal between the latitudes of 28°41°03” N and 80°56’43” E and within the altitude
of 205 meters above sea level (masl). The lake complex is under the jurisdiction of
the Government of Nepal. The Ghodaghodi Lake Complex is located in a region of
diverse topography and is connected to a widespread mixed type of tropical forest
situated in the lower part of Siwalik Hills in the north. Likewise, it is also connected
with Bardia National Park and Suklaphanta National Park in the south. This peculiar
location of the Ghoda Ghodi Lake is also why it acts as a biological corridor for the
movement of wildlife between the areas (Sah and Heinen, 2001).

Climate

The Ghoda Ghodi Lake Complex lies in the sub-tropic climatic zone. As per the
climate data collected in Dhangadhi, the region was classified as CWA (Képpen and
Geiger, 2011). It is located 60 km away from Ghoda Ghodi Lake and shows that the
climate in Dhangadhi is warm and temperate. The average temperature in Dhangadhi
recorded by the Department of hydrology and meteorology, Dhangadi (1984-2013),
is 24.6 °C. About 1860.47 mm of precipitation falls annually.

Biodiversity

Ghoda Ghodi Lake is considered a biodiversity treasure because it hosts varieties
of flora and fauna. The lake has a record of 388 vascular plants. The Ghoda Ghodi
Lake has recorded 34 species of mammals, 35 species of herpetofauna, 148 species
of birds, 30 species of fish, and 32 species of butterfly. This area serves as a corridor
between Terai low land and Siwalik hills for wildlife, also supports many critically
endangered and vulnerable species (IUCN,1998; Sah & Bhatta, 2002, Bista et
al., 2010; Shrestha et al., 2020). Notably, the Ghoda Ghodi Lake is also a habitat
for nationally and globally threatened and endangered bird species. Hence, the
Government of Nepal has declared the GLC as an Important Bird Area (IBA) (BCN
and DNPWC, 2012). On a positive note, the Ghoda Ghodi Lake has recently been
extended to a total area of 9650ha encompassing Division Block Number 5 of Basanta
Protection Forest to manage the ecosystem within the area more holistically and call
for biodiversity conservation (DoF, 2017). As the name suggests, the Ghoda Ghodi
Lake was named after the temple ‘Ghodaghodi’ located within the southern part of
the lake complex. The temple premises marks as an important religious shrine for
the local people practicing Hinduism, and the site also welcomes several devotees
from nearby villages every year. The mechanisms for protection and governance are
contextually based on the wetlands of Nepal depending upon the geography (Lamsal
etal.,2017). As the lake complex is not located within the protected areas with stricter
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governance and protection mechanism, the Ghoda Ghodi Lake does not pertain to
strong legal protection measures compared to other wetlands located within the
protective areas.

Socioeconomic features

The area’s population is 47,979, with 8585 total households distributed in 9
different wards (CBS, 2011). The male population is 23,603, and the female is 24,376,
which shows the sex ratio is 96:83.

Figurel: Map of Ghodaghodi Lake complex
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Data collection

A set of the questionnaire was prepared and randomly, a total of 120 respondents
were surveyed in which 80 were domestic tourists and 40 were local people out of
which two people were key informants. Most of the respondents (about 63%) were
male. The ages of the respondent were between 20 to 70 years. Most of the respondents
(57%) were from the Kailali district, while the rest of them were from outside the
Kailali district, viz. Bardiya, Palpa, Jumla, Doti, Kathmandu, and Chitwan.

Prior to the survey, informant consent was taken orally from each respondent.
To collect diverse information, both participant and non-participant observation
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methods were applied in the study area. The participant observation method was
prioritized while observing the local scenario, activities of the local people, and
domestic tourists. Non-participation observation was employed while focusing on a
specific context and whenever needed, such as tourism amenities of the study area,
accessibility, and accommodation.

Data analysis

The data were analyzed and interpreted using Microsoft Excel 2010 and presented
in the form of bar diagrams and pie charts. The data were presented in percentages
in tables and graphs. Frequency of visits, the contribution of tourism and major
attractions, visitors suggestions, Visitors Willingness to Participate in Tourism
Activities, Local perception, tourism, and environment were taken as major variables
for exploring ecotourism status (Figure 2).

Figure 2: Analytical framework used for the analysis of ecotourism in Ghoda
Ghodi wetland.
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Results
Tourists flow

The key respondent reported that more than 500 locals visited per day and 1500
foreign tourist visits per year. Most of the respondents (37.5%) have visited wetlands
for more than five times followed by one time (26.25%), three times (22.5%) and five
times (13.75%).

Major attraction of wetland

Among the visitors, 37% of them visited the Ghoda Ghodi Lake Complex to enjoy
the natural scenery, while 22% of them had visited for a picnic. Likewise, about 21%
of the visitors had visited for birdwatching while the rest of them were for boating
(Figure 3).

Figure 3: Major attraction of wetland

Birds Boating
21% 20%

Picnic
Natural Senario 22%
37%

Locals perception in tourism activities

A total of 40 respondents interviewed around Ghoda Ghodi Lake provided a
homestay facility, and most of them were Tharu (80%). They were running their
homestay for the last four years. They primarily generated income from early
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September to April in this season festivals, like Dashain, Deepawali, and Makar
Sankrant falls. They were generating Nepalese Rupees (Rs.) 2 lakh to 4 lakh during
this season.

Locals argue that land price around the lake has increased and the number of
homestays is also increasing day by day. They also say that earning from tourism
activities is insufficient for their livelihood, but it has been an alternative earning.
Additionally, almost 100% of local respondents perceived that their lifestyle and
culture have not been negatively impacted due to tourism activities in the area. They
also reported that so far, they have not witnessed any crime scenes around the lake.

Contribution of tourism

All the visitors believed that tourism activities could promote the socioeconomic
conditions of the area. A total of 33% of the respondents perceived that tourism helps
to promote employment opportunities, followed by an increase in the local economy,
promotion of local culture, and enhanced awareness of the area (Figure 4).

Figure 4: Visitors perception on the most important socioeconomic attributes
that tourism contributes in the area.
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Visitors suggestions

Atotal of41 (51.12%) respondents suggested generating massive awareness among
the local people and enhancing the capacity of local people in tourism management
through various training, 21 respondents (26.25%) indicated to increase financial
investment, and 18 respondents (22.5%) suggested to help in livelihood (Figure 5).
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Figure 5: Visitors suggestion to involve the local community in tourism
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Local participation and tourism

Out of 40 respondents, 26% reported that they are participating in awareness,
50% participate in promotion and decision making, and 24% are providing financial
support for tourism development.

Discussion
Frequency of visit

This study revealed that 37.5% of the visitor respondents had visited the Ghoda
Ghodi Lake Complex more than five times. From this, it can be comprehended that
the Ghoda Ghodi Lake Complex is a popular tourist destination among domestic
tourists. In addition to this, it was also found that more visitor respondents were
from the Kailali district, which is also where the Ghoda Ghodi Lake Complex is
located. Considering that Ghoda Ghodi Lake Complex and its surrounding areas
are easily accessible to the local people within the Kailali district, it is well validated
that the local people from within the district comprise higher than those from other
parts of Nepal. Apart from that, domestic travelers frequently visit certain places
if a variety of services are offered. As the Ghoda Ghodi Lake Complex provides a
diverse ecosystem and provisioning services such as sightseeing, leisure activities like
boating, spots for organizing picnics, visitors from all over Nepal frequently visit the
place (Bania & Paudel, 2016). It has been observed that, for domestic travelers, the
accessibility and affordability factors are among the significant affairs when selecting
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their destinations (Deraniyagala, 2005). Bania & Paudel (2016) reported that the pull
motives of domestic tourism could be easy access and affordable, which in the case of
the Ghoda Ghodi Lake Complex is true.

Major attraction of wetland

The majority of the respondents’ visitors (37%) perception about the major
attraction of the wetland was a natural scenario. The lake complex is named the
country’s most extensive interconnected natural lake system and is also under the
Ramsar site since 2003 because of its biodiversity (IUCN, 1998; Kafle, 2005; Thapa et
al., 2020). Additionally, the lake complex is blessed with 45 species of aquatic plants,
while more than 27 species of aquatic fishes also inhabit there (Lamsal, Pant, Kumar,
& Atreya, 2014). Similarly, the vicinity of the lake is also teeming with terrestrial
biodiversity making the entire area a haven for the admirers of nature and natural
beauty. Likewise, the Ghoda Ghodi Lake Complex offers recreation through picnics
within the vicinity. This attracts many local people from the area as well as from
neighboring districts and domestic tourists from all over Nepal. Similarly, 140 bird
species have been reported within GLC, out of which six are threatened (Baral,
1992; Baral & Inskipp, 2005). Therefore, the Ghoda Ghodi Lake Complex remains
an important site for bird watching in Nepal. In addition to this, considering the
provision of boating services within the lake complex, the lake complex is also used
for boating recreationally (Sah & Heinen, 2001).

Local’s perception in tourism activities

The peak season for tourists at the Ghoda Ghodi Lake Complex is between
September and April. Particularly, during festival seasons among Nepalese
practicing Hinduism such as Dashain, Tihar, Makar Sankranti, etc, there is a high
influx of domestic tourists in the Ghoda Ghodi Lake Complex. In this same context,
the respondents reported more than 500 domestic visits to the area in a day while
generating income between Nrs 2lakh to 4lakh during these peak seasons. While
the number of international tourists is estimated to be around 500,000 annually, the
Ghoda Ghodi Lake Complex has welcomed approximately (Ministry of Culture,
Tourism & Civil Aviation, 2015). Despite booming tourism at the lake complex,
the respondents have argued that tourism is an insufficient source of livelihood
and needs to depend on alternative earning such as farming. Researchers such as
Reisinger (2009) have argued that tourism could change the lifestyle and culture.
On the contrary, the respondents have observed no negative impact on their lifestyle
and culture. In addition to this, the respondents have strongly stated that the Ghoda
Ghodi Lake Complex area has not been a platform of violence for the visitors.
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Tourism contribution

Tourism is known to positively correlate with economic growth (Armstrong &
Read, 2000). Tourism contributes to the local economy through the exchange of local
goods; tourism also promotes cultural exchange and hence, ultimately contributes
to the economic growth of the society (Mihalic”, 2002; Bhattarai, Roskaft, & Graae,
2020). Based on the interview of the visitor respondents, 33% of them believe that
tourism in the Ghoda Ghodi Lake Complex has contributed to the provision of
employment for local people. In line with this, from the research by Aynalem et al.
(2016), tourism opportunities and challenges, it is observed that tourism contributes
to employment opportunities in fields such as accommodation, transportation, and
attraction sites such as the Ghoda Ghodi Lake Complex in this research. Similarly,
Herman et al. (2017) have analyzed the linear increase in the local economy with time.
Likewise, it is also agreed that tourism can contribute to awareness of conservation
behavior (Ajzen, 2005). The visitor respondents in the study area also acknowledged
awareness in their conservation behavior due to ecotourism.

Tourism and environment

It has been observed that tourists are getting more inclined to visit natural areas
(Kiper, 2013). This is also why, over recent times, the problem of managing solid
wastes within the Ghoda Ghodi Lake Complex has become apparent. Reports by
Nepal (2000) and Shackely (1994) point out that tourism contributes to increased
litter, poor sanitation facilities, and solid waste disposal in developing countries like
Nepal. In addition to this, in the Ghoda Ghodi Lake Complex areas, paper, plastics,
glass bottles, and several other non-biodegradable materials are frequently disposed of
without proper management, and especially in spaces such as designated picnic spots
solid wastes are openly disposed of. More than 40% of the household respondents have
been providing homestay for the past 3-4 years in the Ghoda Ghodi Lake Complex.
Almost all of the household respondents agree that increasing tourism in the Ghoda
Ghodi Lake Complex has caused several environmental impacts, particularly due to
increasing solid wastes and their improper management.

Prebensen et al. (2016) and Troye and Supphellem (2012) outline the participation
of visitors or consumers in tourism to be a good approach to create value in the
consumption process. Bajracharya et al. (2006) reiterate that the current scenario
where the visitors rarely participate in conservation is planning and decision making.
However, in the study area, the respondents have emphasized that their involvement is
necessary for both the sectors and help promote local culture through participation.

Participation and tourism

Participation is considered as one of the successful strategies for sustainable
developmentaswell as conservation (Alexander, 2000; Khadka etal.,2019). Inaddition
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to this, the participation of the local people in decision making is also a necessity to
increase the socioeconomic benefits of the community through ecotourism (Mensah
& Ernest,2013). The advantages of local participation in ecotourism are widely known,
it is in many cases. It is not an approach followed in developing countries (Dei, 2000).
On the contrary, community participation is quite common in the Ghoda Ghodi
Lake Complex, where, among the household respondents, 26% stated that they’re
involved in awareness activities, 50% have been participating in decision making
while 24% of them help in tourism development through financial support. Similarly,
an important ecotourism principle is that the local communities are to participate
in making tourism decisions so that it results in an effective, legitimate as well as
equitable planning process (Buanes et al., 2005). The locals were gaining economic
benefits from the area through homestay activities. They were also actively engaged
in tourism activities. They argue the wetland is facing the problem of degradation.

Conclusion

The Ghoda Ghodi Lake Complex is an important site for ecotourism for the local
people of the region as the lake complex is one of the major contributing factors for the
provision of employment. Most of the tourists are domestic, to attract more of them,
exciting schemes which also focus on sustainability could flourish the ecotourism
in the region that could also eventually lead to ecotourism as the main source of
livelihood. Similarly, it is revealed that to enhance the local ecotourism within the
region, local participation is deemed necessary. From the study, it has been disclosed
that local participation has been the approach of practice within the Ghoda Ghodi
Lake Complex. Thus, it is better to continue it for the welfare of the local people and
the environment.
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